Expression of keratin genes in mouse epidermis and normal and malignantly transformed epidermal cells in culture.
Complementary DNA (cDNA) clones constructed to the 55, 59 and 67 kilodalton (K) keratins, the major keratins synthesized in newborn mouse epidermis, were used as molecular hybridization probes to examine the expression of these genes in newborn epidermis and normal and malignantly transformed epidermal cells in culture. Transcripts of these three keratin genes are abundant in newborn epidermis. However, primary cultures of epidermal cells contain very low levels of these RNAs. The decreased expression of these keratin genes in primary cells appears to be due to factors within the culture system. Unlike primary-cell cultures, the malignantly transformed cell line Pam 212 synthesizes keratin proteins and mRNAs similar to newborn epidermis, including the 67 K keratin. However, synthesis of the 67 K keratin in Pam 212 cells is modulated by culture factors. Keratin gene expression in another Pam line, 321, differs from that of Pam 212 cells in that decreased expression of these three keratin genes occurs. These results indicate that keratin genes that are normally expressed in vivo in epidermis may be expressed in malignant epidermal cells under conditions that do not permit expression of these genes in nonmalignant primary epidermal cells.